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nat what thyng he to hire seyde; / She ferde as 
she had stert out of a sleep.”23 I disagree with 
Hansen’s view that her “temporary deafness and 
stupor represent…her unwillingness to hear that 
the nightmare is over” since “any power she has 
lies in continuing to excel at suffering.”24 If Hansen 
believes that Griselda wants to continue to suffer, 
then it can be deduced that Griselda finds suffer-
ing pleasurable. However, if Griselda is, in fact, a 
figure for the Boethian Moral Philosophy, then 
whether she experiences this suffering as a pleas-
ant or an unpleasant sensation is irrelevant; a true 
Boethian woman can effortlessly renounce her 
worldly attachment to both types of feelings, as 
she is wholly divorced from 
passion in any form. There-
fore, since Griselda fully 
embraces reason, she 
knows that anything she 
finds pleasurable is simply 
a fragment of her larger de-
sire for the ultimate good 
and, hence, is disposable. 
Even if Hansen is cor-
rect —in stating that Grisel-
da feels desire for maintain-
ing her earthly suffering, 
due to its ability to provide 
her with earthly power by 
keeping her from “[awak-
ening] into the reality of 
her material, gendered 
powerlessness,” — such de-
sire is essentially meaning-
less to her and can simply 
be renounced.25 Instead, 
I propose that Griselda’s 
temporary deafness and 
stupor suggest her strictly 
Boethian desire to remain 
stoical. In the Legend of Lucretia, the protago-
nist’s fainting before her rape symbolizes not a 
desire for continued suffering as Hansen might 
suggest, but rather a desire to “feleth no-thing, 
neither foul ne fair.”26 It is evident that both Lucre-
tia’s rape and Griselda’s kiss are moments forced 
upon them that are rooted in earthly passions. As 
a strict adherent to the Boethian Moral Philoso-
phy, it is not surprising that Griselda finds conso-
lation in removing herself from the passion of the 
moment by fainting. Stoicism, therefore, provides 
her with a way to detach from potentially destruc-
tive feelings and thus secure her protection in the 
form of philosophical reason.
A mutual friend of Petrarch and Boccaccio 
from Padua was one of the first to read Petrarch’s 
modified version of Boccaccio’s Tale of Griselda. 
Breaking out in tears of compassion while read-
ing the tale, the reader re-
cited words of the Satirist, 
Juvenal: “Nature, who gave 
us tears, by that alone/ Pro-
claims she made the feeling 
heart our own;/ And ‘tis 
our noblest sense.”27 He 
appears deeply saddened 
by Griselda’s stoicism, as 
he believes that the feeling 
heart is the noblest sense. 
It is unclear whether his 
tears are produced out of 
sympathy for the seem-
ingly intolerable amounts 
of suffering Griselda must 
endure or if they are out 
of pity for her inability to 
feel what he believes is the 
noblest sense. Regardless, 
this man, like Hansen, fails 
to acknowledge the fact 
that Griselda is anything 
but a pitiable character. In-
stead, I offer that her social 
position has enabled her 
to become a powerful woman full of moral virtue 
who is on her way to achieving the supreme good 
because of her lack of attachment to her suffering 
as well as to the feelings inside her heart. 
At this point, it is evident that Griselda’s 
gender has enabled her to feel no attachment to 
her social power. She understands that because 
no empire on earth rules all humanity, men who 
attempt to achieve the supreme good through 
obtaining power are doomed to fail. In other 
words, since power itself is inherently powerless, 
it will confer unhappiness to all who seek it. This 
knowledge, born from the lack of attachment to 
social power, enables Griselda to adopt a fully 
Boethian moral view. Walter feels that “‘liberty 
is seldom found in marriage,’ and that if he weds 
a wife, he must exchange freedom for servi-
tude.”28 Griselda, on the other hand, is familiar 
with servitude long before she weds Walter due 
to her female social powerlessness. Over time, 
her servitude has caused her to discover other 
ways to protect herself, as she has not historically 
had the liberty to make decisions about various 
significant matters in her own life, like whether or 
not she can keep her own daughter. Lucretia, too, 
is an example of a woman who is a prisoner to 
the desires of men. Although she, like Griselda, 
does not want to engage in the sensual, lustful 
act of “earthly delight” that Sextus Tarquinius so 
desires, she does not have the liberty that comes 
from social power to have it her way. It is clear 
from Lucretia’s faint that, as a woman, an effec-
tive way to protect oneself from the emotional 
injury that others’ actions cause is to remain 
wholly detached from all earthly incidents. 
Griselda’s detachment from earthly entities 
causes her actions to be, according to Chaucer, 
intolerable. He states that “This storie is seyd 
nat for that wyves sholde / Folwen Grisilde as 
in humylitee, / For it were inportable, though 
they wolde.”29 Since it is clear that her emo-
tional detachment protects her, expands her 
power, and helps her realize the supreme good, 
it is unlikely that Chaucer’s ambiguous wording 
implies that her actions are intolerable to herself. 
Instead, it is much more likely that her detach-
ment to earthly connections is insufferable to 
men, as it serves to reduce their earthly power 
SINCE A WOMAN’S 
“WOMMANHEDE” APPEARS 
TO BE COMPLETELY 
UNRELATED TO HER SOCIAL 
POWER, GRISELDA IS 
ABLE TO MANIFEST THE 
BOETHIAN MORAL VIEW 
IN A WAY THAT MEN 
SIMPLY CANNOT.
over women, a capability  to which they appear 
deeply attached. Likewise, if the line is intended 
to denote criticism that Griselda is an intolerable 
mother to her child in the earthly world, then 
“I blame hym thus: that he considered noght / 
In tyme comynge what myghte hym bityde, / 
But on his lust present was al his thought.”30 In 
other words, whereas Walter’s social position 
enables him to think solely about his immediate 
pleasure causes, Griselda’s social powerlessness 
forces her to think about the future outcome 
of her actions if she wishes to protect herself 
from emotional or physical danger. Walter can 
feel “solaas,” or joyful comfort, simply by acting 
out his male social position. If Griselda wants to 
achieve such consolation, it is clear to her that 
she must live her life based on “sentence.” The 
Boethian Philosophical Model reassures this fact 
by proving that despite how monstrous or how 
pitiable she seems in the moment, continuing to 
detach herself will not only protect both her san-
ity and physical well-being, but will eventually 
lead her to the “supreme good.” It is Griselda’s 
womanly social position that enables her to 
adopt a model of Boethian self-sufficiency in 
an effort to protect herself. Chaucer, therefore, 
provides readers with a possible explanation 
to the tension between “sentence and solaas” 
in The Clerk’s Tale: Griselda is able to apply the 
practical Boethian moral lessons, or sentence, 
because doing so is crucial to her survival, or 
solaas. Griselda’s female social position enables 
her to act in a wholly reasonable way that does 
not necessarily feel pleasurable at the moment 
but that is able to secure her true happiness and 
comfort, a form of solaas, in the future.
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